University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
SourceMex

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

7-27-2016

Institute Warns of Widespread Water Crisis in
Mexico in 10 Years
Carlos Navarro

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/sourcemex
Recommended Citation
Navarro, Carlos. "Institute Warns of Widespread Water Crisis in Mexico in 10 Years." (2016). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
sourcemex/6276

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in SourceMex by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 80042
ISSN: 1054-8890

Institute Warns of Widespread Water Crisis in Mexico in 10
Years
by Carlos Navarro
Category/Department: Mexico
Published: 2016-07-27
Water is rapidly becoming a scarce resource in Mexico because of overexploitation of water
resources, uneven conservation efforts around the country, and the impact of climate change. A
recent report from the Instituto Mexicano de Tecnología del Agua (Mexican Institute on Water
Technology, IMTA) projects that Mexico will suffer a widespread water crisis in 10 years.
“The aquifers that supply bigger populations are already overexploited. In the long term, we can
expect the water reserves to diminish,” said Mario López Pérez, coordinator of hydrology at IMTA,
an agency affiliated with the environment ministry (Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos
Naturales, SEMARNAT).
According to the IMTA report, many of the country’s aquifers are not recharging because of climaterelated factors, which could create major problems in coming years.
Projections included in the study indicate that some regions in Mexico could experience an increase
in temperatures of as much as 6 degrees Celsius (more than 10 degrees Fahrenheit) between 2075
and 2099.
The study said four areas are especially vulnerable to water scarcity: northern Sinaloa, the
metropolitan area of Mexico City, the Conchos river basin in Chihuahua, and the Lerma-Chapala
basin, which covers the states of Guanajuato, Michoacán, Jalisco, México, and Querétaro.
IMTA said other areas facing the possibility of water shortages include Monterrey and nearby
communities, central Sinaloa, and northeastern Sonora.
The problem has been growing steadily in recent years, as obsolete infrastructure, increasing
contamination, and population pressures have contributed to the situation (SourceMex, June
27, 2001, and Oct. 10, 2001). In 2001, the Comisión Nacional del Agua (CONAGUA), the agency
responsible for carrying out Mexico’s water-conservation and distribution policies, warned that
supplies of clean water had been depleted so drastically that they had fallen to less than half what
they were in the middle of the 20th century.
Water scarcity has been a special problem in the Valley of Mexico, which includes Mexico City and
surrounding areas. Water waste, due in part to poor infrastructure, has drastically reduced water
supplies in the capital and its suburbs (SourceMex, Feb. 4, 2009).

Aquifers overexploited for agricultural irrigation
According to a report published by CONAGUA in late 2015, 115 of the 653 known aquifers in Mexico
are considered overexploited, meaning that water extraction is above 10% of their recharge capacity.
“This trend is serious. In 1975, there were only 32 aquifers in this condition, but the number
increased to 80 in 1985 and to 105 in 2010,” columnist Mariano Ruiz Funes wrote in the daily
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business newspaper El Financiero in October of 2015. “In addition to the reduction in the supply of
available water, overexploitation has severe environmental consequences, such as the increase in
vulnerability of a semi-arid region in times of drought, the intrusion of saline water into the water
supply, and the deterioration of ecosystems. Additionally, the situation could result in the creation
of sinkholes in urban and rural areas.”
According to the CONAGUA report, aquifers account for 40% of all water used in Mexico. More
than 70% of the water pumped in the country is devoted to agricultural irrigation, which is far
above the average of 56% for member countries of the Organization for Economic Development and
Cooperation (OECD). “This means that Mexico’s dependence on underground water supplies is
greater than in other countries,” said Ruiz Funes. “In many regions of our country, overexploitation
is associated with excessive extraction of water for agricultural purposes.” Mexico gained formal
admission to the OECD in 1994 (SourceMex, April 20, 1994).
Regional water authorities are raising similar concerns about water shortages. In the state of
Querétaro, the Comisión Estatal de Aguas (State Commission for Water) warns that the state, which
has been a magnet for development in the past couple of decades (SourceMex, June 6, 2007, Sept.
12, 2012, and May 6, 2015), will not be able to support much more industrial growth because water
is running out. According to Enrique Abedrop Rodríguez, who heads the water agency in the
state, recent growth has sapped the region’s reservoirs, and current supplies of water are probably
sufficient only for the next eight to 10 years.
“We had considered bringing water from the Moctezuma River [in northeastern Mexico] but
that represented an investment of 32 billion pesos (US$1.7 billion), a cost that we cannot afford,”
Abedrop Rodríguez said.
IMTA officials and environmental advocates also believe that industrial clean-up operations
could help boost water supplies in Mexico. A good example is the actions that authorities in
Puebla launched earlier this year (SourceMex, March 16, 2016) to clean the Río Atoyac in Puebla.
Authorities began by shutting down five companies that had disposed of untreated industrial
waste into the river. “These sanctions on the part of officials provide a clear message to those who
are polluting our national waters,” said Verónica Mastretta Guzmán, a spokesperson for the local
organization Dale la Cara al Atoyac.
Mastretta said the plan calls for the river to be completely clean within 15 years. “If the appropriate
actions are taken, the river could be clean within five years,” she added.

90 million suffer from water shortages
Other reports indicate the water deficit is already severe in Mexico. A recent article in the weekly
magazine Science said 90 million Mexicans live with shortages for at least part of the year. The
report, written by Mesfin M. Mekonnen and Arjen Y. Hoekstra, said 20 million of those 90 million
Mexicans face a water deficit for the entire year. Other countries with extended periods of water
deficit include India, Pakistan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen, Mekonnen and Hoekstra said in
their report.
Those populations who suffer scarcity for a part of the year in Mexico experience the greatest deficit
during the period from February to May or June, said the report, which singled out northern Mexico
and parts of the western US as areas where water was in shortage for a part of the year.
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According to the Science article, two-thirds of the world’s population, about 4 billion people, suffer
from severe water scarcity for at least one month of the year. The report, published in February,
said the numbers have increased above estimates of a few years ago, which indicated that 1.7 to 3.1
billion people globally suffered from a water deficit for at least 30 days a year.
In addition to Mexico, the countries with the highest populations facing water shortages for at least a
month were India, China, Bangladesh, the US, Pakistan, and Nigeria.
The poorest populations in Mexico are more vulnerable to climate change and water shortages,
according to IMTA’s López Pérez. In particular, he mentioned Chiapas, Oaxaca, Guerrero, parts
of Campeche, the northwest mountain region between Sinaloa and Sonora, northern Veracruz,
southern Tamaulipas, and the Huasteca region of central-eastern Mexico.
“The people who face a social deficit are at a disadvantage in terms of adapting to climate change,”
the IMTA official said in conjunction with the release of the study, Atlas de vulnerabilidad hídrica
en México ante el cambio climático (Atlas of water vulnerability in Mexico as a result of climate
change) in late June. “It would be logical for the public policies of the Mexican government to take
two courses of action, addressing environmental aspects as well as social vulnerabilities.”
López Pérez added: “Many reports present Mexico as a country with a large supply of water, but
they do not address the quality of our water. These two issues cannot be separated. The impact of
climate change is not only reflected in the quantity but also in the quality of the water we will have
in the future.”

-- End --
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